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The appearance of new and inproved highway facilities will have an impact on 
the scenic and visual quality of an area. Consequently, the planning, design, 
construction, and operation of the Federal-aid highway program should incor- 
porate consideration for esthetics. More specificdlly, the environmntal 
process should cktermine the potential for visual quality impact. bhere a 
potential for visual guality impact exists, an analysis of proposed highway 
improvements should be performed to determine their effect on the visual 
guality of the areas they traverse. 

The National Environmental Policy Act of 1969 (NEPA) requires that 
consideration be given to determine the effects proposed Federal actions or 
projects are likely to have on the quality of the human environment. Ihe 
NEPA and the Council on Environrmtal Quality (CEQ) regulations ibntify '- 
esthetics as one of the elements or factors in the human enviromentwhich 
mst be considered in htermining the effects of a project. Additionally, 
Title 23 U.S.C. 109(h), in calling for the pranulgation of guidelines to 
assure wnsideration of the environmental effects of proposed projects, 
cites the esthetic effect of proposed projects as a matter which mst be 
fully considered. This concern is repeated in FHWA Technical Advisory 
T6640.8 which provides guidance on the preparation of envirorxnental 
documents. 

'Ihis guidance document is intended to assist in determining the cmtent and 
format of visual impact discussions in environmental documents or studies 
deemed necessary in the developnent of highway projects. 



1. Q. Hut are visual resources? 

A. Visual resources are those &ysical features that make up the visible 
landscape, including land, water, vegetative and mama&e elements. These 
elements are the stimli upon which actual visual experience is based. 
Visual resources are not, however, limited to elements or features that are 
of outstanding visual quality. A location or element in the visual environ- 
ment can have visual values attributed to it by its viewers regardless of its 
quality. Viewer sensitivity or lo&. values can confer visual significance 
on landscape features and areas that would otherwise appear unexcqtional. 

2. Q. Is there a regulatory requireumt for a vi inpct analysis in 
erxirnrrapnf;llrn? 

A. There are no FWA regulations that specifically require the inclusion 
of a visual impact analysis in environmntal documents. However, NEPA and 
the CEQ regulations identify esthetics as one of the elements or factors. .- 
in the humn environment which nust be oonsidered in determining the effects 
of a project. F’urther, Title 23, USC 109(h) cites esthetic effects as a 
matter that must be fully considered in developing a project, Esthetics, 
as used in these provisions, relate to the visual effects of a project. 

Khere there is a potential for visual impacts, the Enviromntal 
Impact Statement (EIS) should contain a sumnary of the visual assessment 
prepared for the project alternative. The inclusion of a discussion on the 
visual effects of a proposed project in an Enviromental Assessment depends 
on the visual characteristics of the area through tiich the project is 
proposed. If the visual environment encompasses significant visual 
elements or it is unique due to the sensitivity of its affected viewers, 
a visual analysis would be warranted. The discussion, however, should be 
cmmmsurate in smpe with the anticipated impact. 

3. Q. Is it anxeivataletbataplcojectamlzcm&mchd 
avisualinpactonitssummdngarea? 

WitbaIt having 

A. The construction of highway projects, *ether in scenic or in unex- 
ceptional visual areas, generally heightens viewers awareness of visual 
changes in the enviromnt. It is very unlikely for a hic#way project 
to be amstructed without having any visual effect on an area. However, 
the resulting visual *ct can be either beneficial or adverse with 
varying &grees of significance. Attention &ould be given to those 
visually sensitive areas most likely to be inpacted by the project. 



4. 0. Sm.ldtherebeanycmcwnforviamliupcts&enthehigbay 
project is amfimd to exhting ri*t+f-my? 

A. ‘Ihe fact that work associated with a highway construction or *rove- 
mnt project is accanplished within existing right-of-way should not 
negate the need for considering the visual effects of a proposed project. 

5. Q. Sbouldtherebeaviaml~disamsioninanenvirommtal 
dcxanmk if the project ehancwtheviaaalqmlityofanarea? ’ 

A. The visual impact discussion should be included tien the undertaking 
has a beneficial effect on the surrounding area. The visual analysis is 
not intended to focus exclusively on the negative impacts of a proposed 
project. Bneficial impacts arising fran the action are as important to 
the decisionmking process as are negative impacts. Since empbasis is 
focused on planning or locating projects where they will be least destruc- 
tive to the environment, information amcerning visual impacts, positive 
or negative, can aid the project corridor and/or alternative selection 
process. Enhancement of the visual quality of an area as a result of a 
project could contribute to general acoqtance of the project by the 
public. 

A. Visual impacts arise as a result of any alteration to the existing 
visual environment. For example, the widening of an existing highway 
can result in significant visual in-p&s f ran the removal of vegetation, 
addition of signing, or simply fran the overall increase in scale of 
the new facility. 

7. Q. Cananobjectiveviralarzmalysisberadewbenvisualvalmsare 
perceived as nlbjective in nature? 

A. The relative iqortance and value of a visual setting is generally 
reflected through the response of its viewer. This does not negate the 
ability to evaluate the potential change in the quality of the visual 
enviromt through an objective approach or analysis. Ime &a.racter 
of the landscape whi& generally gives visual value to a setting can be 
identified and described. ‘Ihis awareness has led to the developmnt of 
criteria which can be applied in an evaluative or assesment process to 
produce an objective assesslnent of a visual setting. Through the appro- 
priate use of ah evaluation methodology, the relative scenic or visual 
qualities of landscape settings and the effects of a proposed project 
can be assessed. The E’HWA has developed a methodology that can be used 
to assess the visual impact of highway projects. tie publication, 
“Visual Impact Assesanent for Highway Projects” contains necessary in- 
formation and guidanoe that can be followed to prcduce an objective 
visual inpact analysis. 
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A. The discussion should amtain sufficient infomtion to briefly 
describe the significant visual resources (topogra@y, water bodies, 
man-made development, vegetation, etc). It should also identify 
sensitive viewers and/or viewer groups whi& would be impacted most 
by the project. The visual impacts of the project on these resources 
and viewers &muld be identified along with appropriate measures to 
mitigate or minimize them. Ihe volume and type of material necessary 
to smmarize these concerns will, however, vaq fran project to project. 

9. Q. Are there any areas or activities &.ich are xxe likely to be 
viaally m by a hi#my project? 

A. The effects a project has on an area generally depend on the activi- 
ties, exposure and sensitivity of its viewers. There are areas that 
have been generally recognized as critical or sensitive locations. lhey 
include: 

residential areas; 
areas of recognized scenic beauty (local, State, national): 
parks and recreation areas; 
historic or other culturally iqortant resources; 
entry to urban areas; 
water bodies; and 
plblic facilities (e.g., hospitals, colleges, universities, etc). 

The nature and relative msitivity of these areas may require that a 
more detailed visual assesment be made to assure adequate consideration 
has been given to the visual effects of the project. 

10. 0. l&at 
project. 

rreasurescanbetakentomitigatethevimaleffectsofa 

A. Visual impacts can be mitigated through a variety of actions ranging 
fran location and alignmant throu# design, construction, and qaintenance. 
Sane of the more axmon measures include landscaping, screening, the in- 
corporation of architectural features in the design of structures, selec- 
tive clearing and thinning, earthwork, and litter control. Highway ,cor- 
ridors thmselves can be located so as to avoid or minimize visible impact 
upon visual resources that are amtroversial or exceptional in guality. 
Mitigation masures xust always address the specific visual impact caused 
by the pEaposed project and the reaction to that irqact by a specific 
viewer group. 

11. Q Isthereamedtocitemitigatim nezwres in an envirammtal 
doaPntdenthevisualeffectsofapcopoedprojectaremtby 
thmelw a significant adverse impact? 

A. Yes. Any action the highway agency plans to take to mitigate such 
. 

impacts or to enhance the visual quality of the project or its surrounding 
environment will be useful and supportive to the environmntal process 
and prcmote public acceptance of the project. 
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12.0. Camideringthetin&qoftheproject&vel~proaess,is it 
premature to prapse mitigation 
ndrlidli.Hvolvedesignfea~es? 

wmuresintbeemirocmntdl&xamnt 

13. 

14. 

15. 

A. When adverse visual impacts of a proposed project can best be 
mitigated by design considerations, it should not be overlooked as a 
viable action. The envirormntal process serves as an aid to decision 
makers in planning highway projects. Enviromental concerns can serve 
as a determining factor in the location and the design of a project. 
It is important that these necessary guiding factors be identified 
early so they can be incorporated in subsequent project phases even 
though all of the design details cannot be finalized. 

0. Can visual quality be addtess& in the Qffected Rxviramntm 
section of an EIS? 

A. Yes. This is the place to sunmrize the existing environment in 
terms of the visual resources (land form, land cover, and man-made 
development) that are present and visible from the project area. It 
is also the best plae to describe the viewers and viewer groups that 
will actually be affected by the project. 

si+e +hod of sa+ng proposed pojects to 
potential upacts for nlqu.ficant Mverae vislldl inpacts? 

A. Yes. Cmpleting the visual scoping questionnaire (Appendix F) will 
usually identify those projects where sighificant visual iqacts will 
arise. 

Q. Shaild @atogra@s and/or gr~c iatiimr be m&e part of 
thevisualinpctanaly&3am3bemclu&dintheenvirorpaentdl~? 

A. Yes. The visual characteristics of an area and the visual effects 
of highways can best be conveyed visually. Photogra#m should be used _ 
to illustrate the visual character of key features in the existing 
landscapes. They are very helpful and can be essential for the reader's 
un&rstandihg of the visual setting. The visual in-pact of a project can 
be assessed and illustrated through visual depiction of the project's 
apparanoe relativetothe existing landscape as seen fransignificant 
viewpoint? Various gra@ic techniques can be used in this process. 


